265. THE EARLT CLOSING ACT
A mountain is being made out of a molehill by some writers in
the Natal Press on the Early Closing Act. Many of them chuckle with
delight that at last they are in a position to hurt the Indian trader. Our
contemporary, The Natal Advertiser, thinks with us that the Early Closing
Act is not likely to detrimentally affect the Indian community, without
more seriously affecting petty white traders. Had it stopped there, we
should have nothing to say, but it goes on to suggest that
a mass meeting should be called in the Town Hall, both of traders and working
men, to consider this subject, and to devise some means for putting an effective
check on this Asiatic immigration and competition. If this were done, we have no
doubt that the real facts of the situation would come out in a way that would
astonish some people and lead to .some really effective and useful action being
taken. This, we think, is no matter for playing with; it is a matter of self-preser-
vation, a matter of real life and death to the white people of all classes in Natal.
We propose calmly to consider the suggestion.
We have no objection to a mass meeting being held in the Town
Hall; but will it attain the object desired by our contemporary? Have
the masses ever entered into a calm discussion of any subject? A
mass meeting can only give strength to a movement which is based on
facts, but it never sifts and finds true facts. It is guided often by
invective and appeals to passions. Mass meetings, therefore, become
dangerous when they are called upon to deal with a situation which has
not been ascertained. We will accept the premise that the question is
one of "self-preservation and of real life and death to the white people".
Facts, therefore, have to be found and effective action taken thereon.
Now, one fact is absolutely clear, namely, that the Indian trader is
entirely at the mercy of the Licensing Officer and Local Boards.
Another fact, too, is quite clear, that in several cases Licensing Officers
and Local Boards have acted in a most arbitrary and high-handed
manner. A third fact is tHat Mr. Harry Smith is watching with
ever increasing vigilance the entry of every Indian immigrant into
the Colony, and not an Indian is allowed to enter, either through the
port or through the land border of the Colony, unless he can prove former
domicile. What more can be required? If it is a question of the working
of these two laws, then certainly a mass meeting will not serve the pur-
pose. A commission of enquiry is the only remedy, and we would wel-
come it with open arms. If it be really felt by the European population
in Natal that the Indian trader is flourishing, that he is competing un-
fairly and that the stringent laws are not being- stringently enforced, a
small committee of impartial men would soon bring out the facts, and
if they proved the existence of any such situation as feared by our con-
temporary, it would then be time enough to call a mass meeting to give